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Introduction

In expressing their views on the nature and conduct of war, Clausew1tz and Sun
|

Tsu factor 1n the human element more so than some other military theonsts. Therr
‘Lcreatmem of the impact of human factors 1s laudable. especially as 1t relates to the
commanding general. While neither theorst 1s prescripuve 1n terms of a cookbook for
mulitary strazegy. they both, rather absactly, describe the ingrec:ents of war anc their
ptenelanonsh:p This paper assesses Clausewitzian and Sun Tsuian principles of war as

they apply to Shaka of the Zulu, the South African warmor and chief, with particular

emphasis on his greamess or mulitary genius

Background

Shaka of the Zulu was born someume between 1785 and 1787, five to seven years
after Carl von Clausew1tz and died 1n 1828, three vears before Clausewitz. Shaka. as was
customary with Mthethwa males o7 a certain age. was placed 1n an inination age-regiment
from which those 1n their late teens were called into national service In these regiments.
they received mulitary maining, tended the king’s catde. kept the huts in good order, took
part 1n organized hunts. and attended various ceremomnial gatherings. Shaka gained
prominence and recogniuon for his inteilect and fighung skills  As a result of his military
vLctones. he was named regimental commander by the chief of the Mthethwa. Dingiswayo.
who took Shaka and his mother into his clan when the two were exiled from his mother s.

“From the start of his military career with the MVthethwa. Shaka was openly cnincal

of the old way of fighting. believing that 1t was highly nefficient for two armies to line up

!
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‘heart.”! With the advent of the stabbing spear Shaka revolutiomzed mulitary tactics. He

!
'envisioned the ability to perform close 1n combat with this invenuon. however. shields.

which he created, for sheltering the whole body were needed. He devised the Zulu attack
formanon which he called the bull and homs whereby a strong body. usually composed of
sen1or warrors, made a frontal assault on the enemy, while the horns. composed of voung

,
warriors rushed out on exther side ~ This close combat tactic was 5o successful that it was

|
adopted taroughout the land and was tae main offensive tacuc emplct ed by the Zulu for

the next 6J years In fact tae bull and horns formation successfully dereated the Bniush in

the battle of Isandlwana in 1879
Unlike hus predecessors, Shaka believed 1n universal conscripnion. promouon based

on mert as opposed to the wadinonal famuily member ascending to rank. centralized
|
authorty, and ngorous training Because he felt that the sandals worn oy his wamors

hindered their mobility and speed. 1t 15 said that Shaka mained them in tneir bare feet and

toughened their feet to withstand the terrain. According to lan Knignt:

Shaka s spy svstem was legendarv and he seldom embarked on
a campaign without thoroughly assessing the strength.
disposition and. if possible. intentions of his enemy He was an
able strategist and inspired tactician. a ruthless and aggressive
commander who was never afraid to strike hard and fast. and
who had an instinctive grasp of fieldcraft which enabled hum to
turn the terrain to his advantage When. 1n later years. he no
longer took to the field himself he shared his plans with only

1
his most trusted commanders

! Reader’s Digest. Nustrated History ot South Afnca (USA Reader s Drgzst. 1938) 33
“lan Knmigat Wamor Chiets ot Southern Atnc (United Kingdom  Firebird 3ooks, 1994) 1R

| Sbid 42



War for Shaka was lethal and unlunited. He behieved that unless an enemy capitulated
;:ompletel_v and showed absolutely no spinit for battle they should be totally annihilated.”
In his quest to expand the Zulu nation. his enemues were either killed. subjugated or just
dniven away By the mud-1820’s, Shaka had established control over the Natal termitory
“rom the Pongola River 1n the North, to beyond the Tugela River 1n the south and the

Drakensberg mountain escarpment to the sea.” He accomplished what no other chief in

the region could Shaka created a powerful. centralized militanistic kingdom.

The Nature and Conduct of War

Sun Tzu and Clausewitz both viewed war as a conannuauon of policy by other
means In Shaxa s case his political object was to expand his territory  As did leaders of
European and other nanons. Shaka used war as the pnmary means to achieve this
objecuve Whereas Sun Tzu and Clausew1tz regarded the mulitary as always subordinate
to policy the line blurred when Shaka became chief of the Zulu For Shaka the nature of
war was letnal and total which, in this respect. aligns him more closely with Clausewitz.
However in examining the conduct of war, Shaka s strategy and tactics reside with both
theonists His practice of close combat and mass concentration of woops are
Clausewitzian 1n nature, however his reliance on intelhgence. deception and surpnise. and
the indirect approach 1s clearly Sun Tsuian Regarding offense and defense. Like

lausewitz and Sun Tzu. Shaka recognized :he strength of defense and employed 1t only

‘ * James Langa. Shaka (Salisbury Longman Zimbabwe (PVT) Ltd. 1992) 18
‘ 5 Leonard Thompson A History of South Atnca (Westtord Massachusetts Murray Prinung Co..
1690) X3
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\when warranted. however, to achieve his goals he realized the value of otfense. All three

t

'men emphasized maneuver and speed
|

}Clausewitz on Military Genius

A genuus as defined by the Random House College Dictionary 1s a person who
strongly influences for good or 1l the character. conduct, or destuny of a person. place or
:thmg The essence of mulitary genius. according to Clausewitz 1s a combinanon of
intellect “or the gifts of mind] and temperament It encompasses courage. strength of
body and soul. coup de oeil, determunauon, presence of mund, energy, staunchness,
strength of minc or caaracter. firmness, and the faculty to grasp topographs % These
atributes are useful 1n supporang both strategic and tacucal objecuves. Clausewitz
%urther stpulates that ™" ..we will never find a savage who 1s a truly great commander, and
very rarely one who would be considered a mulitary genius. since this requires a degree of
wtellectual powers seyond anything that a pnmutve people can develop. ~ I wall exarmune
%ach of these points to demonstrate how Shaka meets Clausewitz criteria for genius. and
‘
tihereby refute his assertion which resaicts mulitary genius to civilized societes

According to Clausewitz, courage 1s the first requirement of a soldier and may be a
permanent condition. characterized as an indifference to danger. or a non-permanent
conditon . described as a feeling or emotion resulting from ambinon. paoiousm or
enthusiasm of any sand  Shaka’s courage was most assuredly a permanent condinon

|
which not only manifested itself in battle but in his concept of close combar  Without

¢ Carl von Clausewitz On Wared and rans Mic1ael Howard and Peter Paret « New Jersev:
th.::toq Untversity Prass 1976) 100-110
! Ibid 100

1
|



'upon  His strength of body and soul 1s seen 1n the ngorous wraining demanded of himself
;and his troops. Of particular note 1s the shedding of their sandals to harden their feet for
sure-footedness and speed 1n batde.

The next three components of mulitary genius. coup de oeil. determinanon. and
presence of mund, pertain to the ability to quickly recognize and sort through conflicung
dara when faced with difficult or unforeseen events, to make a decision and follow
through on 1t. and to be resourceful in the face of danger Though very few hard facts
about tae battle of Gqokli Hill are known since 1t took place early 1n his career, 1t serves to
Ulustrate Shaka’s possession of the aforementioned attributes. The unforeseen death of
the Mthethwa leader Dingiswayo (at “he hands of his arch nval, Zwide), genuine.y
shocked Shaka, however. he was aware of the poliucal and strategic imphications.® “The
whole of the Mthethwa confederacy was up for grabs What’s more with the Mthethwa
demoralized and confused. only Shaka’s army stood berween Zwide and mastery of the
heart of Zululand *° Outnumbered two to one, Shaka. organized his army first in a
&efenswe positon using the bull and horns formaton, then deployed advance parties to
delay and disrupt the Ndwandwe assault. After a senies of frontal assaults by the
Ndwandwe. 1t 1s said that they formed 1nto a column to try and punch a hole in the Zulu
defenses. and Shaka struck with hus reserve forces

Shaka’s legendary feats attest to his level of energy and staunchness in battle.

Energy results from that which motivates a soldier to act in battle Stauncaness refers to

* Xnight 21
| ‘Id
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resisted the 1mnal Ndwandwean offensive and endured their subsequent attacks in spite of

|
|
being oumumbered. Throughout tus mulitary career Shaka exhibited firmness, the ability

to stic< to his convictions. He truly believed that his bull and horns formation was better
than the raditional way of fighting and therefore had to convince others of its ment. His
érasp of topography aided hum 1in the decisive battle with the Ndwandwe As the
Ndwandwe advanced 1nto Zulu ternitory. Shaka fell back, taking his herds and grain wath
him, since the Ndwandwe were foragers and expected to survive in enemy termtory by
l‘gonng Zulu grain stores and cattle '° Refusing to engage them in heavy battles, Shaka
drew them further and further into Zulu territory across some of the most rugged terrain
of Zululand where the Ndwandwe were finally defeated
Stength of mind or character entails self-control in times of excepuonal stress and

violent emouon This may be the wea<est of all of Shaka’s assets since by nature he was
short tempered However unlike the rampant and senseless destruction (Mfecane  he
insu gated following the death of his mother. when Dingiswayo was murdered. Shaka
seized the opportunity to unify the Mthethwa with the Zulu.

| Clausew1tz and Shaka were contemporaries. In all probability he was unaware of
Shaka’s feats since Shaka rose to power 1n 1818 and Clausewitz wrote his book between
1816 and 1818 On War reflects Clausewitz thoughts based on his expeniences and
observauons to that point  Unless blinded by individual prejudices. Shaka of the Zulu

\
must be acknowledged for his mulitary genius  Even without Shaka as an example. [

fupdamemally disagree with Clausewitz statement that = . we will never 7ind a savage

Ihd 22
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| who 1s a muly great commander since this requires a degree of intellectual powers beyond
|
anything that a pruimunve people can develop ” Greamess and genius are both relative

|
terms They are attained only 1n comparison to some norm, therefore [ maintain that
within the context of any group or society one can find someone with the intellect who by

far exceeds the norms and 1n turn has a revolutionary effect on some part of the group or

society
|

\ .
Sun Tzu on Commanding Generals

Sun Tzu regards the commander as all-knowing especially as this relates to the
enemy For a general to be successful he needs wisdom, credibility, benev olence, courage.
gnd strictness ' Sun Tzu also adds that “1t 1s essential for a general to be tranquil and
obscure, upright and self-disciplined .He alters hus management of affairs and changes his

strategies to keep other people from recogmzing them™ * He believes that the general

should never reveal his plans or intentions to the s troops Though Sun Tzu did not

provide the detail that Clausew 1z provided 1n describing hus attributes of muliary genius.

the two lists coincide 1n general. Since the two lists closely correlate. 1t 1s not necessary 10

e{Iaborate on each of the attributes 1n this section. Sun Tzu's atmibutes, however, did not
!

preclude any parucular group of people from possessing the qualities of a great

commanding general Sun Tzu's descnipuons are more frustraungly abstract in their

presentation

‘ "' Sun Tzu Antot War trans Ralph D Sawver (Boulder Colorado Westviers 2ress [994),

| “Iid 222



! Sun Tzu’s collecuve umbrella of the all-knowing commander 1s certainly oefitting
of Shaka Shaka possessed the wisdom to know when and when not to fight. when to go
‘ron offense and defense, he understood the terrain; and he relied on 1ntelligence to learn as
‘much about the enemy as possible. Shaka’s final baule with the Ndwandwe rather
\pmgnantly highlights his ability to change his srategies to keep the enemy off balance.

\
Shaka did not subscribe to the 1dea of keeping hus plans and intennons a secret

Conclusion

‘ Shaka of the Zulu revolutionized warfare for the Zulu and other African clans. He
was a master strategist and tactician Shaka’s ability to envision the potennal of the
stabbing spear along with his mnovanons of the larger shield and bull and 1oms formation
dertved from his meellect. The discipline he wnsalled in hus woops nvaled any army. By
dny measure. Shaka possessed the essence of military genius. Based on the fact that
élausewuz began to revise his imtial thoughts on war because of his realization that the
d“ynarrucs of war had changed since his oniginal “manuscript.” one can only hope that news
of the great warmnor Shaka of the Zulu would have given this esteemed scholar reason to

|
pause and reassess his position on “savages” possessing mlitary genus.
|
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